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Description 
This issue brief engages with African Americans and disabilities, with specific attention to 
barriers to and lack of access to disability treatment, specific disabilities disproportionately 
affecting African Americans, and stigma within the African American community about 
disabilities and disability treatment. 
Key Points 
• A disability is “a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits a major life 
activity; a record of such an impairment; or being regarded as having such an 
impairment.” (Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990) 
• It is difficult for people of color to garner medical treatment comparable to that of white 
patients in both cost and quality 
• African Americans express a distrust of the medical community, articulating notions of 
exploitation, real and perceived, that validate their mistrust  
• African Americans, as a whole, are less likely to find antidepressant medication 
acceptable than whites in the United States 






 In discussing the issues facing African Americans with disabilities it is important to first 
understand the way by which disability is defined within the context of the US.  This definition is 
informed by the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, which defines a disability as “a 
physical or mental impairment that substantially limits a major life activity; a record of such an 
impairment; or being regarded as having such an 
impairment.” 
 One of the many and most pressing issues 
facing African Americans with disabilities is 
access to medication.  “Ethnic minorities who have 
symptoms or histories of mental disorders 
experience vastly different access and outcome 
histories when compared to their more socially 
accepted Caucasian counterparts,” says Faye Gary 
in Stigma: Barrier to  Mental Health Care Among 
Ethnic Minorities (982).  That is to say, racism and 
years of systematic oppression dating back to the colonial project have maintained, making it far 
more difficult for people of color to garner medical treatment comparable to that of white 
patients in both cost and quality.  Furthermore, according to a survey taken at the turn of the 
century, 16.4 percent of African American Medicare–a health insurance program for people aged 
65 or older, people under the age of 65 with certain disabilities, and people of all ages with End-
Stage Renal Disease–beneficiaries over the age of 64 did not purchase at least one prescription 





 In addition African Americans, according to a study in the Journal of General Internal 
Medicine, expressed a distrust of the medical community, having articulated notions of 
exploitation, real and perceived, that validated their mistrust (Corbie-Smith).  Psychiatrist 
William Lawson posits that African Americans, “like to seek treatment or help from those 
institutions that they’re familiar with and trust” (Donvan).  Of African American men, he says, 
that there are issues of under-diagnosis and misdiagnosis leading to improper treatment of 
individuals.  Other deterrents from garnering disability treatment include the lack of African 
American health care professionals who can better treat and relate to African American patients, 
proliferating health disparities in the United States.  Further deterrents and hinderances to access 
and disability treatment are the lack of health care institutions in or close to communities of 
color. (Donvan) 
 Integral to access is the issue of stigma in African American communities around 
disabilities and disability treatments.  African Americans, as a whole, are far less likely to find 
antidepressant medication, for instance, acceptable than whites in the United States.  Because of 
this there is an, often unarticulated, need for clinicians to account for and consider that cultural 
and social difference when discussing depression treatment with African American individuals.  
Further, Lawson argues that many African Americans may see mental disabilities in particular as 
a sign of weakness or as an integral character fault.  The stigma comes from both the medical 
field itself and societal pressures revolving around Black, in specific Black male, competence 
and the need to be mentally strong. (Donvan) 
 Barriers to treatment and adherence to treatment among African Americans with 
HIV/AIDS is also a problem.  African Americans are disproportionately affected by the disease, 
with an estimated 23,168 diagnosed HIV infections in African Americans in 2011, with the 
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closest number in other racial groups being 13,846.  The number of AIDS diagnosis in 2011 
show a greater disparity. (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)  In all, African Americans 
are experiencing difficulty seeking out and 
affording good quality healthcare. 
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